Introduction

Into this neutral air
The story of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11 is one of Western literature's earliest and most famous accounts of "the strength of Collective Man." In the story's history of interpretation, the tale becomes Nimrod's story. Nimrod is implicated in the project of Babel because of his association with Babel and the land of Shinar in the preceding chapter of Genesis. The biblical theologian Gerhard Von Rad insisted that "chapters [10 and 11] must be read together because they are intentionally placed next to each other," 1 and ancient commentators read the two chapters together in their unanimous identification of Nimrod as the principal architect of the Tower of Babel. Chapter 10 features the so-called Table of Nations: the lineage of "the generations of Noah" (10:1), the genealogical list of the descendants of Noah's three sons, Japheth Ham, and Shem, as the forebears of all the nations of the earth. Ham's son Cush, the eponymous ancestor of the Cushites or Ethiopians, is the father of Nimrod. According to Genesis 10, Babel in the land of Shinar-the region of Babylonia as it is referred to in Egyptian and other ancient sources 2 -is "the beginning" of Nimrod's kingdom (Gen. 10:6-10), and Babel heads the list of cities in the land of Shinar according to Genesis 10. Thus Nimrod, the founder of a kingdom in the land of the Babylonians, is a king of African descent-a son of Ethiopia.
Nimrod is described as "a mighty one" and "a mighty hunter before the LORD" (Gen. 10:8-9). Because the same Hebrew word "mighty," gibbor, is used to describe the offspring of the gigantic Nephilim (Gen. 6:4), some ancient interpreters understood the biblical phrases "mighty man" and "mighty hunter" in chapter 10 to suggest that Nimrod was a giant. The Septuagint so interpreted gibbor in its rendering of Genesis 10:8-9: "And [Cush] begot Nimrod; he began to be a giant upon the earth. He was a giant hunter before the Lord God."
3 PseudoEupolemus, cited in Eusebius's Preparatio Evangelica (9.17.2-3), claims that those who built the Tower of Babel were giants that had somehow escaped the Deluge. 4 The Authorized Version of the Bible conventionally translates gibbor as "mighty man of valor." In the minds of several commentators, however, the word suggested violence, not valor. In Symmachus's Greek gloss of Genesis 10:8, Nimrod "began to be violent before the Lord."
5 Pseudo-Philo renders the verse, "he began to be arrogant before the Lord" (Biblical Antiquities 4:7).
6 Writes Augustine, "It is humility that builds a safe and true path to heaven, raising aloft the heart towards God-not against God, in the way that . . . [Nimrod] was said to be a hunter 'against God,' . . . He and his people thus erected a tower against God, by which is signified irreligious arrogance" (City of God 16.4). 7 The negative assessment of Nimrod is intensified in the Targum Neophyti's free rendering of Genesis 10:9: "He was mighty in sinning before the Lord; therefore it is said 'like Nimrod, a mighty man in sinning before the Lord.' " 8 The name Nimrod resembles the Hebrew root "to rebel," 9 and the rabbis enlist this linguistic accident in their exegesis. "Both the story [of Babel] itself and the name [Nimrod] suggested that Nimrod was some sort of rebel against God . . . a 'mighty hunter before [and perhaps a would-be snarer of, a hunter against] the Lord.' " 10 The Fragment Targum of Genesis offers the following commentary: "[Nimrod] was a mighty man, powerful in hunting and mighty in sinning before the lord. . . . For this reason it is said, 'Like Nimrod the mighty one'-mighty in hunting [people] and mighty in sinning before the Lord." 
